Asking the Right Questions About
Using Nonacademic Indicators for
School Accountability

By Laura S. Hamilton

Key Points

March 2021

o Policymakers increasingly face questions about whether test-based accountability paints
an overly narrow picture of school performance.

e One proposed strategy for reducing reliance on test scores is to incorporate non-test
measures—"nonacademic indicators” such as school climate surveys—into accountabil-

ity systems.

e While including nonacademic indicators could lead to better decision-making and, ulti-
mately, better outcomes for students, rushed implementation of non-validated metrics

could carry significant costs.

e Policymakers who wish to implement nonacademic indicators should ask themselves
what their goals are in adding nonacademic indicators, whether adding indicators is the
only way to achieve those goals, who should be involved in selecting indicators, and

how data will actually be used.

Whether and how to hold schools accountable for
their performance has been a topic of debate in
education circles for decades, and the use of stand-
ardized achievement test scores for accountability
has been particularly contentious. One proposed
strategy for reducing reliance on test scores is to
incorporate non-test measures into accountability
systems. In fact, doing so is a requirement under
the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), the federal
legislation that guides state testing and accounta-
bility policy.

Additional indicators can reduce the extent to
which test scores drive school performance ratings
while sending a message to educators and the
public about the need for schools to attend to
conditions or outcomes beyond test scores. In this
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report, I discuss a category of measures that I call
“nonacademic” indicators and briefly describe
ways they can be used to inform decision-making.
I then offer a set of questions that policymakers
should ask before adopting such measures for
accountability purposes.

Understanding the Current School
Accountability Context

Research on whether school accountability has
been beneficial, harmful, or inconsequential is
mixed but suggests that the effects depend on the
system’s features and the context in which account-
ability is enacted. Despite this mixed record, a test-
ing backlash has been brewing since the passage of



the No Child Left Behind Act in 2001, which man-
dated state tests along with consequences for per-
formance on them. This backlash has gained steam
in the past five years,' with critics representing all
parts of the political spectrum.

Recent events have fueled new objections to the
uses of assessment for school accountability. Because
of COVID-19, states canceled their spring 2020 tests,
and many traditional school and classroom assess-
ments had to be scrapped or redesigned. At the
same time, COVID-19-related school closures have
made it abundantly clear to parents who suddenly
became full-time homeschool instructors that
schools are responsible for many services and out-
comes beyond those measured by standardized
achievement tests, such as creating opportunities
for social interactions and keeping students
motivated.

Meanwhile, the role that schools and other edu-
cational institutions play in promoting racial jus-
tice and equity has been highlighted by recent
events and has reinvigorated long-standing discus-
sions of public education’s responsibilities in this
area. Black Lives Matter protests created a sense of
urgency for schools to address racism, and some
scholars and education leaders are increasingly
calling on schools to promote civic skills and dis-
positions including appreciation for diversity and
an understanding of sources of racial disparities.?

The movement has also amplified the voices of
critics of standardized tests who believe these tests
propagate racial inequity. The reasons for persis-
tent differences in scores across racial and ethnic
groups are a topic of intense debate, with some
blaming the tests themselves, despite substantial
evidence that these score differences stem from
unequal access to learning opportunities and
broader societal supports from an early age.3

This confluence of events has renewed debates
regarding the fundamental purposes and responsi-
bilities of public schools, with potential implica-
tions for how we hold schools accountable. At the
time of this report, the timing and format of spring
2021 state testing is unknown. Regardless of what
form that testing takes, state and local education
leaders are likely to face resistance and questions
about whether these tests are worthwhile or nec-
essary and, in particular, whether they paint an
overly narrow picture of school performance. One
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way to mitigate this concern while ensuring that
parents and others continue to receive infor-
mation about schools’ performance is to incorpo-
rate additional, non-test-based indicators into the
system.

What Are Indicators?

Throughout this report, I refer to indicators and
draw on a recent National Academies of Sciences,
Engineering, and Medicine (NASEM) report on
indicators of educational equity. The NASEM report
defines an indicator as “a measure used to track
progress toward objectives or to monitor the
health of an economic, environmental, social, or
cultural condition over time.”+ The report describes
two broad categories of indicators: indicators of
student outcomes including achievement and attain-
ment and indicators of access to resources and
opportunities, such as effective teaching or adequate
school funding. In these categories, the report’s
authors list several features that characterize high-
quality indicators, including comparability across
contexts, developmental appropriateness, and sci-
entific soundness of measures.

Most importantly, it is crucial that the indicators
align with the system’s purposes. An accountability
purpose requires indicators that represent outcomes
or activities over which schools exercise at least
some control. Thus, measures such as childhood
exposure to lead in water or paint, which clearly
affects opportunity to learn and should be consid-
ered as part of any broad effort to reduce educa-
tional inequity, might not be suitable for a typical
school accountability system because schools gen-
erally have little control over that exposure.

What Are “Nonacademic” Indicators,
and How Are They Used?

For the purposes of this report, I distinguish between
academic and nonacademic indicators while acknowl-
edging some ambiguity in definitions. Academic indi-
cators include achievement test scores and other
measures of academic performance such as gradu-
ation rates or academic course-taking histories.
Nonacademic indicators, by contrast, include
those that capture evidence regarding school and
student performance in other domains such as



school climate and safety or student social and
emotional learning (SEL) competencies that are
relevant to schools’ curricula. Examples of nonac-
ademic indicators include scores on surveys that
measure the quality of student-staff relationships,
student engagement, or student motivation.

As with most concepts related to measurement,
the distinctions between these definitions are not
clear-cut. Graduation, for example, reflects a com-
bination of academic and nonacademic opportuni-
ties to learn. Consensus on these definitions is not
essential for this report’s key points, most of which
apply to any type of indicator.

A comprehensive review of how nonacademic
indicators are used in state and local accountabil-
ity systems is beyond the scope of this report. In
this section, I briefly describe two examples of how
such indicators have been incorporated into broader
systems of measurement.

The ESSA Fifth Indicator. The 2015 reauthorization
of ESSA was intended to mitigate some perceived
problems with the narrow focus on tests under
previous authorizations. One way it does so is
through the so-called “fifth indicator” in states’
ESSA plans. Formally known as the school qual-
ity/student success (SQSS) indicator, it enables
states to incorporate measures that do not fit in
the other four required indicator categories.5 The
measures used for this indicator must meet certain
requirements,® but states have extensive leeway to
select measures that are aligned with their goals,
and these measures can be academic or nonaca-
demic. Moreover, the SQSS indicator can be con-
structed by aggregating across multiple indicators
of process or performance.

A 2018 FutureEd analysis of states’” ESSA
plans? identified chronic absenteeism as the most
widely used SQSS indicator. Measures of college
and career readiness were also prevalent, and the
FutureEd authors point out that these indicators—
based on measures such as advanced course-taking
or postsecondary enrollment rates—generally fall
into the academic rather than nonacademic cate-
gory. A small number of states did adopt nonaca-
demic indicators beyond chronic absenteeism.
These include suspension rates (four states) and
survey-based measures of climate or engagement
(eight states).
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A separate analysis showed that the climate and
engagement surveys in states” ESSA plans covered
a diverse array of topics including bullying, school
safety, relationships with other students or adults,
and respect for diversity.® But, these surveys typi-
cally receive low weight (5-10 percent) in the over-
all accountability index, with the bulk of the weight
being placed on academic achievement test scores
and graduation rates. While this suggests nonaca-
demic indicators probably do not significantly
influence accountability decisions, their inclusion
in states’ ESSA plans could send a signal about
what the state values, and the data they produce
might be useful for informing local improvement
efforts. Next, I describe an example of how dis-
tricts have used nonacademic indicators for local
improvement.

CORE Districts. The CORE Districts—a consor-
tium of school districts in California—developed
an indicator system that includes both academic
and nonacademic indicators and is used primarily
to support quality improvement at the school level.
Using surveys administered annually to students
in grades four through 12, the CORE Districts’ sys-
tem provides data on four student SEL competen-
cies and four aspects of school climate and culture.®

CORE also gathers climate data through annual
surveys of teachers and other school staff as well
as parents and other caregivers. These measures
are not part of a high-stakes accountability system,
but the CORE Districts’ experience is relevant to
this report because its system is unique in its
systematic collection of, and reporting on, both
climate and SEL competencies. Schools receive
reports with aggregate data, and some districts use
dashboards to share data with stakeholders includ-
ing school-level educators and parents. District
leaders have drawn on these data for such pur-
poses as documenting gaps in climate perceptions
and SEL competencies among students from dif-
ferent racial and ethnic groups, identifying schools
where black and Latino students are producing
particularly favorable or unfavorable results, and
informing hypotheses regarding the reasons for
gaps in academic achievement.”®

A study of CORE survey data use in Fresno, Cal-
ifornia, indicated that teachers did use the results
for purposes such as identifying and addressing



problems with schools’ discipline policies or cor-
roborating (or not) teachers’ perceptions regarding
student engagement in learning.* At the same time,
these educators recognized the surveys alone were
insufficient for understanding the precise causes
of student academic or behavior problems. Educa-
tors did not always understand what the surveys
were measuring or what they should do in response
to the data. Analyses of the CORE Districts’ expe-
rience points to the value of these additional data
sources but also makes clear that additional supports
and guidance are needed to ensure their utility.

Four Questions to Guide the Design of
Accountability Systems That Use Non-
academic Indicators

As the earlier examples make clear, nonacademic
indicators currently play a minimal role, if any, in
high-stakes accountability systems and tend to be
used primarily for informing improvement efforts.
However, some of the trends mentioned earlier
could lead to a greater emphasis on nonacademic
indicators for accountability purposes, so it is
worth considering ways to ensure that efforts are
informed by evidence and grounded in a careful
exploration of the likely benefits and pitfalls.
Accountability system design should be informed
by standards for high-quality use of assessment
data,* and they need to be attuned to contextual fac-
tors such as local priorities and the specific needs
of the local population. In this section, rather than
presenting general advice on accountability system
design, which is available elsewhere,’® I discuss
four broad questions that those who develop and
implement school accountability systems should ask.

What Is Your Purpose? Traditional “accountabil-
ity” purposes might involve attaching rewards or
sanctions to performance on indicators as a way of
signaling priorities and motivating actors to
change their behaviors. But, measures in account-
ability systems might also inform decisions about
resource allocation, influence public support for
the local school system, or identify students who
need extra instruction. Some mandated conse-
quences for poor performance under ESSA, for
instance, are explicitly focused on identifying
schools that could benefit from supports, even if
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they also create a perception of “shaming” those
same schools.

Another potential purpose, intended or otherwise,
is to inform school choice. Parents with access to
high-quality information and extensive social net-
works already consider factors such as extracurric-
ular offerings and safety when deciding where to
send their children to school.’# Any decision to
incorporate a measure into an accountability sys-
tem must be informed by its intended purpose, and
evidence of validity must be gathered to justify that
purpose.’s

It is also important to predict how users might
use data for unintended purposes and try to miti-
gate any potential harms from those unintended
(and likely not validated) uses. A related consid-
eration is the likely consequences of the measures,
intended and unintended. Before adopting a new
measure, ask what decisions this measure will
inform and what consequences are likely to ensue
and seek evidence related to those purposes and
consequences. If such evidence does not exist, con-
sider how to gather that evidence through pilots or
detailed tracking of responses to the system.

The intended purpose should inform not only
the choice of measures but also administration
conditions (e.g., How important is test security?)
and scoring considerations (e.g., Do you need a
measure that produces subscores at the individual
student level? Do you need individual-level scores
at all?). Measures that are useful for informing
instruction and other daily school functions are
not necessarily the same ones that are suitable for
accountability purposes.’® Seemingly technical
details can make a difference; for example, what
kinds of scores are produced (norm-referenced,
percentage proficient or above, etc.), and how are
they weighted to produce an overall rating or index
to inform decision-making. These details matter
not just for the inferences the data will support but
also for the messages the system sends to educators
and others about what is valued. So do not avoid
seemingly in-the-weeds questions about metrics
and reporting when considering how to ensure the
measures achieve their intended purposes.

Is Accountability the Only—or the Best—Way
to Achieve Your Goals? In addition to clarifying
the purpose up front, it can be helpful to consider



whether that purpose can be achieved through
means other than adding an indicator to an account-
ability system. Schools’ efforts to incorporate SEL
into the curriculum, for instance, might be better
served through the provision of instructional guid-
ance, professional development, and supports for
formative assessment practices that support
teachers’ instruction without the risks associated
with high-stakes measurement. This question is
especially relevant to ask about nonacademic con-
structs for which it is difficult to find a measure
that has evidence of validity and reliability for the
intended purpose and that is not easily corruptible
in the face of high stakes.

System developers should be especially wary of
the likelihood that an expanded system might result
in excessive complexity or breadth that confuses
rather than informs educators and other users of
data from the system. Nonacademic measures
might be used to label or sort students in ways that
are inconsistent with their intended uses. Expan-
sion is also likely to increase the costs of the sys-
tem—not only the financial costs associated with
developing and purchasing, administering, scoring,
and reporting on measures but also the time the
administration’s use of these measures takes away
from classroom instruction or principals’ school
leadership activities.

It is also worth considering the extent to which
existing academic indicators draw on nonacademic
processes or outcomes. A promising strategy for
promoting SEL, for instance, is to integrate prac-
tices that promote social and emotional develop-
ment into academic instruction.”” This integration
could be supported by assessments that incorpo-
rate skills such as collaboration or persistence, and
new technology platforms are increasingly availa-
ble to accommodate complex items. Other aca-
demic measures, such as GPA, provide evidence of
students’ attainment of a combination of academic
and nonacademic (e.g., effort and persistence)
skills.’® The fuzziness of the academic and nonac-
ademic boundaries means that even an accounta-
bility system that consists exclusively of academic
indicators almost certainly captures a broader
range of student competencies. Of course, it is
impossible to disentangle the academic and non-
academic effects on an individual indicator so
there might be good reasons to include stand-
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alone nonacademic indicators. But in the interest
of simplicity and parsimony, it is wise to pause
before expanding the accountability system and
consider whether adding indicators is the most
prudent strategy for achieving your goals.

Who Should Be Involved in Selecting Indicators?
Changes to accountability systems can be contentious.
In a recent AEI series on SEL, several authors
provided advice for SEL advocates based on les-
sons from the Common Core experience and high-
stakes testing more generally.! One common les-
son was the need to engage with the right group of
stakeholders throughout the decision-making pro-
cess. Effective engagement can help groups feel
confident that their views are represented in decision-
making, even if they are not fully satisfied with
the end result. It can also identify potential flash
points early enough in the process to enable system
developers to fix them rather than waiting until the
system is launched and becomes a political minefield.

One of the most important reasons to seek
broad and diverse input is that it can help promote
goals related to equity, inclusion, and cultural
responsiveness. Despite broad agreement on the
value of nonacademic competencies and supports
for all students, Robert Jagers and colleagues point
out, “Questions have been raised about whether
guiding frameworks, prominent programs, and
associated assessments adequately reflect, culti-
vate, and leverage cultural assets and promote the
well-being of youth of color and those from under-
resourced backgrounds.”?® Broad stakeholder
involvement could lead to key discussions
around the appropriateness of indicators for all
students. It could also result in more informed
interpretation and use of data, such as through
exploring ways to connect data from the indicators
to information about structural barriers and oppor-
tunity gaps. Such connections could help prevent
inaccurate inferences about the reasons for gaps
and could point to potential solutions.

How Will You Ensure Data Are Useful? Merely
collecting and reporting on data can change prac-
tice, especially by signaling priorities. However,
gathering data that end up not being informative is
a wasted opportunity. Before adopting new measures,
make sure you have thought about who will use this



information and how they will go about doing so.
The earlier point about clarifying the purpose is
key, but merely describing the purpose of the
measure does not guarantee that users will inter-
pret the data and use them for decision-making in
ways that promote the desired goal.

It will be crucial to ensure you have the plans,
resources, and other supports to respond to infor-
mation from the measures. For example, if you add
measures of student well-being, what will you do if
the results raise alarm bells for one or more chil-
dren? Who will be responsible for acting on such
information, and what resources will they have to
respond appropriately? Questions about data use
also have implications for decisions about the met-
rics you will develop (e.g., whether to provide a
percentage above a cut score or a more continuous
scale score) and the level of detail in the data provided
to each stakeholder group. Trade-offs are inevitable;
more fine-grained data can support more-informed
decision-making but are also more likely to raise
privacy concerns.

Do not assume teachers, principals, or district
superintendents know how to respond effectively
to nonacademic information. Even if they can
understand what the data are telling them (e.g.,
one school in the district has a toxic climate or
sixth-graders in the district show a large decline in
self-efficacy), the specific steps they should take in
response to these insights might not be evident.
Existing published guidance on how to use
measures such as SEL and climate surveys can pro-
vide a first step toward developing a plan for using
data to inform practice.” Ideally, the group responsible
for using accountability data should have access to
information or technical assistance that provides
research-informed guidance about next steps to
take in response to these data.

Decision makers should be especially wary of
using nonacademic indicator data to make deci-
sions that have significant consequences for stu-
dents or adults. Professional testing standards
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make it clear that such decisions should be based
on multiple sources of data and must be informed
by available evidence of validity for specific uses.

Looking Ahead

Growing interest in nonacademic accountability
indicators reflects a widespread desire among edu-
cators, families, and policymakers for better infor-
mation and more appropriate incentives. But even
the most thoughtfully designed accountability sys-
tem poses risks along with benefits. Perhaps the
most important consideration is that although
many nonacademic skills and processes can be
measured, we have little to no valid evidence to
support the use of these measures in accountabil-
ity systems, and we have many reasons to fear the
effects of unanticipated consequences. Research
on test-based accountability offers reasons to be
wary of attaching stakes to new measures, so devel-
opers must tread cautiously.

Meanwhile, there is a clear need for a renewed
public discussion about the roles and responsibilities
of the K-12 public school system. Long pressured
to focus on preparation for college and careers, the
system now finds itself at the center of debates
regarding its duty to prepare students for civic life.
Civic learning, broadly conceptualized, includes a
mix of academic (e.g., understanding of govern-
ment and history) and nonacademic (e.g., sense of
social responsibility) competencies. Efforts are
under way to develop short- and long-term
measures of these competencies, and eventually,
they could be valuable additions to a broad-based
approach to monitoring school performance.?

In the meantime, rather than rushing to expand
accountability systems, policymakers should carefully
consider what they want to accomplish and add
measures in a thoughtful and parsimonious way.
The effort can start by asking the right questions.

Laura S. Hamilton associate vice president at ETS. Previously, she served as a senior behavioral scientist
and distinguished chair in learning and assessment at the RAND Corporation.
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